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This paper examines a range of issues in relation to 
students with learning diffi culties in secondary schools. 
It is underpinned by the Education Queensland (1996) 
defi nition of students with learning diffi culties which 
states that “students with learning diffi culties as those 
whose access to the curriculum is limited because of short 
term or persistent problems in one or more of the areas of 
literacy, numeracy and learning how to learn”. 
Secondary students with learning diffi culties are 
predominately educated in mainstream classes, however, 
the results have often been early school leaving, academic 
failure or signifi cant underachievement for these students. 
This has social and economic ramifi cations not only for 
the individuals and their families but also for society as a 
whole.  Learning diffi culties is often a common feature of 
youth who drop out of school and who are overrepresented 
as juvenile delinquents, the long term unemployed or who 
experience mental health problems as a result of their 
socio/emotional diffi culties (Council of the Australian 
Resource Educators’ Association, 2000). This paper 
explores issues arising in the secondary school which 
affect students with learning diffi culties and includes 
a historical overview of attempts to categorize these 
students. It also considers negative outcomes associated 
with learning diffi culties and explores research relating to 
teachers, school organization and policies which impact 
upon these students.  Finally this paper makes the case 
for the urgent introduction of diverse measures, including 
a national defi nition, to change present outcomes for 
these students.  Although some research is cited from 
international sources, the majority pertains to Australia 
and Queensland in particular.  Unfortunately, as there 
is comparatively little research about secondary students 
with learning diffi culties, who are also part of a wider 
group of children with special needs, research relating to 
primary schools is also included.  This is also justifi able 
as learning diffi culties is longitudinal and the effects can 
clearly be seen after one or two years in the primary school 
where these students are already failing to meet expected 
outcomes.  Historically, the defi ning of students with 
learning diffi culties has been problematic.
The problem of defi nition: A historical 
overview
Although the literature in the fi eld refers to students who 
are learning disabled or who have learning diffi culties, 
just which group of students is being discussed is often 
problematic and varies internationally and within Australia. 
For example, the United Kingdom, like Australia, refers to 
students as having learning diffi culties, while in the United 
States and Canada they are learning disabled.  This lack 
of comparable terminology creates a lack of precision and 
impacts upon estimates of prevalence, the collection of 
relevant data, funding provision and support programmes 
for this group (Rivalland, 2002; Zammit, Meiers, & Frigo, 
1999).  
In Australia, the term ‘learning diffi culties’ was fi rst 
coined by the 1976 Select Parliamentary Committee 
(Cadman, 1976) who used this term to describe students 
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whose learning needs were not adequately being met.  At 
this time the committee found that there was no imperative 
for a precise defi nition to be created, but that the focus 
should be on addressing the individual needs and learning 
environment of these students.  Nearly 30 years later, the 
status quo remains: there is no national defi nition and the 
overall prospect for the academic success of these students 
has not improved.  It would appear that the initial stance 
of the committee and the failure to reach consensus on 
a national defi nition has, as Hudak (2001) suggested, 
underestimated both the power and the politics contained 
in a name or a label and hampered recognition and funding 
for this group of students.
In 1990, the National Health and Medical Research 
Council also entered the debate by differentiating 
between ‘learning diffi culties’, as a generic term to 
describe adolescents exhibiting developmental and 
academic problems, and those with a ‘learning disability’ 
which described a signifi cant developmental discrepancy 
where achievement was “below expectation for their age 
and general ability” (p. 4).  To further muddy the waters, 
Elkins (2000) used both terms and indicated that some 
individuals with ‘learning diffi culties’ may also have an 
underlying impairment, intrinsic to the individual, which 
is indicative of being ‘learning disabled’.  This impairment 
does not have its basis in a physical, intellectual or sensory 
disability or in emotional diffi culties (National Health 
and Medical Research Council, 1990).  In Education 
Queensland, the largest school sector in the state, both 
the terms ‘learning diffi culties’ and ‘learning disabled’ are 
used in accordance with the National Health and Medical 
Research Council’s defi nition.  Overall, the problem in 
defi ning learning diffi culties has led to an uncertainty in 
estimating specifi c numbers of students.
Students with learning diffi culties: Preva-
lence and characteristics
Prevalence estimates indicate that students with learning 
diffi culties form of large percentage of students in 
Australian and international mainstream classes. These 
estimates in Australia are conservative as some students 
remain unidentifi ed as formal assessment is not mandatory. 
An OECD (1999) report estimated prevalence between 
12% and 16%, however, an Australian national survey 
of special education (Andrews, Elkins, Berry, & Burge, 
1979), suggested levels of 11% with numbers as high as 
30% in some classes.  Confi rmation of this latter fi gure 
was provided by the latest Australian national survey of 
students with learning diffi culties (Rohl, Milton, & Brady, 
2000) and additional support for higher numbers comes 
from a number of separate Australian and international 
studies that also identifi ed these students as the largest 
group with special educational needs (McKinnon, Gordon, 
& Pruny, 2000; Wallace, Anderson, & Bartholomay, 2003; 
Westwood & Graham, 2000). 
However, there is consensus about the characteristics 
and learning processes typical of students with learning 
diffi culties.  Generally, they are regarded as inactive and 
ineffi cient learners, are often off-task, and are easily 
distracted. They often are unable to integrate prior 
knowledge and their own experiences into what they are 
learning. These factors combined with learned helplessness 
and accompanying socio-emotional problems often results 
in the development of poor self-esteem and expectation of 
non-performance in academic areas (Ashman & Elkins, 
2002; Treuen, van Kraayenood, & Gallaher, 2000; van 
Kraayenoord & Farrell, 1998; Westwood, 2004).
Without appropriate teaching and accommodations, 
these students consistently fail or underachieve at the 
secondary school level.  This educational, social and 
personal disadvantage resulting from school failure may 
include unemployment, poverty, delinquency, and poor 
physical, emotional and mental health (Weare, 2000).
Negative outcomes associated with secon-
dary school failure
Students with learning diffi culties are over represented as 
juvenile delinquents, the long term unemployed and as 
those suffering from mental health problems.  Although 
it cannot be argued that learning diffi culties causes these 
negative outcomes, it can be stated unequivocally that 
learning diffi culties are a factor for many young people 
who fi nd themselves in court, in mental health institutions 
or in the ranks of the unemployed.
School failure is characterized by low literacy and 
numeracy levels, alienation and with dropping out of 
school.  These characteristics are associated with many 
secondary students with learning diffi culties.  A number 
of studies (Crawford, 1996; Juvenile Crime in New South 
Wales Report, 2000; National Council of Disability, 2003) 
indicated that school failure is a strong predictor of later 
delinquency while other studies (Morrison & Cosden, 
1997; Select Committee on Youth Affairs, 1992) found 
that 76% of juvenile delinquents had signifi cant learning 
diffi culties and had literacy and numeracy levels at the 
middle to upper primary school level.  This added level 
of disadvantage also appears to extend to employment 
opportunities, with unemployment rates of those with 
learning diffi culties being between 20% and 60%.  For 
those who are employed, two thirds are concentrated 
in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs (Rojewski, 1999).  A 
recent Australian study by Collins, Kenway and McLeod 
(2000), found that although all youth were disadvantaged 
in employment, those who drop out of school, including 
those who are juvenile offenders and those who have 
learning diffi culties are particularly at risk of long term 
unemployment.
Students with learning diffi culties also experience socio/
emotional diffi culties, which are cumulative.  Raphael 
(2000) found that teachers lacked the appropriate skills 
and that schools were ill equipped to either identify or 
support the learning needs of these students. 
Essentially, it is the classroom teacher who deals with 
these students on a daily basis.  It is their relationship 
with these students, their attitudes towards them, and 
their teaching practices which seem to make a difference 
to academic achievement and the willingness of these 
students to remain at school. 
Teachers:  A key element for student success 
and wellbeing
Links between teacher attitude, student/teacher 
relationships and academic achievement for this group 
have been the subject of recent investigations (Collins et al., 
2000; Murray, 2002; Sanders & Jordan, 2000).  They have 
shown that strong, positive relationships with teachers are 
essential for student success and that opportunities and 
support to develop problem solving skills, empathy and 
positive relationships with adults need to be provided.  
There have also been a number of recent studies in 
the secondary school which highlight the success of using 
appropriate pedagogy. For example, in the United States, 
Wallace, Anderson, Bartholomay and Hupp  (2002) 
observed high levels of achievement for all students in the 
class when teachers spent 75% of their time both actively 
teaching and interacting with their students.  Active and 
explicit teaching, including extensive review, guided 
practice, slow pace and a variety of teaching strategies, 
also achieved good academic results in three Australian 
high schools with alternative English programmes (van 
Kraayenoord & Farrell, 1998).  However, the use of 
appropriate strategies for diverse classroom populations 
does not seem to be widespread among teachers.  A 
longitudinal review conducted in 12 Queensland high 
schools (Lingard, Mills, & Hayes, 2000) did reveal some 
examples of high quality teaching but generally found that 
very few teachers used specifi c and appropriate strategies 
for various student populations in their classes.  
Other research (Rice & Zigmond, 2000) saw special 
educators placed in mainstream classes in a number of 
US and Queensland schools to strengthen the variety 
of strategies and knowledge base available to students 
with learning diffi culties.  The results found that special 
educators became positioned as subordinate, and subject 
teachers indicated that they were uncomfortable with 
different outcomes for the same subject matter.  Secondary 
teachers also perceived students with learning diffi culties 
as an additional burden.  Teacher attitude towards the 
inclusion of students with special needs has also been the 
subject of recent research.
Generally, teacher attitudes towards inclusion have 
been poor, but have been ameliorated by a number of 
factors.  While Clough and Lindsay (1991) found that 
teachers identifi ed students with learning and emotional 
diffi culties as the hardest group to include into mainstream 
classes, other researcher identifi ed factors including 
special education training, previous success in teaching 
students with special needs, externally based training and 
professional development as having a positive impact on 
teachers’ attitudes towards students with special needs 
(Avramidis, Bayliss, & Burden, 2000, 2002).
An Australian study of 203 primary teachers indicated 
that while mainstream teachers, rather than special 
educators, experienced higher stress levels over the 
inclusion of students with special needs in their classes, 
the most experienced teachers had the lowest levels of 
commitment to inclusive practices (Forlin, 1995).  These 
low levels of commitment, however, could be improved if 
there is strong leadership by principals and deputies (Rice 
& Zigmond, 2000).
It would appear that positive relationships, combined 
with appropriate pedagogy, are the cornerstones for 
academic success and emotional well being for these 
students.  This impacts upon the type of pre-service 
education and continuing education for teachers. 
Improving secondary teachers’ unders-
tanding:  Pre-service and professional 
development
Pre-service education and professional development both 
have an important role in creating secondary teachers who 
can assist students with learning diffi culties to achieve 
their potential.
A series of studies over the past 15 years have shown 
that mainstream primary and secondary teachers lack 
special education skills.  An Australian national review of 
the preparation of primary and secondary English teachers 
(Christie et al., 1991) revealed that 50% of teachers 
employed to teach students with learning diffi culties had no 
additional training either in literacy or in special education. 
In Queensland, there is no mandatory requirement for 
specialist teachers working with students with special need 
students to have any formal special education training. 
The 1999 survey of teachers in schools (Department of 
Training and Youth Affairs, 2001) has documented the 
further decline of the numbers of teachers with special 
education qualifi cations. 
Teachers also have either not accessed professional 
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development about students with learning diffi culties, 
or, what has been done, has not fi tted their needs.  For 
example, Elkins (2000) indicated that Queensland 
teachers had not accessed existing university or in-
service programmes aimed at providing teaching and 
assessment practices for students with leaning diffi culties. 
A further New Zealand review (Kearney & Poskitt, 2001) 
found that up to 50% of teachers offered professional 
development either had not accessed opportunities or had 
not completed their contractual obligations. Although 
50% of respondents indicated improved confi dence for 
teaching special needs students, a further 69% stated that 
the professional development did not refl ect their needs in 
practical terms. 
All of these issues, pre-service education, professional 
development and the acquisition of special education skills 
for all teachers need to be addressed to improve outcomes 
for these students.  However, teachers are only one facet of 
the learning environment.  It is also infl uenced by policy 
decisions both internal and external to the school, school 
organization and by school climate.
Policy matters
Australia, as a signatory of the Salamanca declaration 
(Unesco, 1994) on inclusion, has developed its own 
National Goals for Schooling (Department of Training 
and Youth Affairs, 1999). These state that schooling must 
be socially just, all students have the right to have their 
talents and capacities developed and that schools should 
be learning communities with community partnerships. 
The reality for students with learning diffi culties, is vastly 
different from this ideal.  In Australia, the mainstream 
is promoted as being both successful and homogenous 
(Dwyer & Wyn, 2001).  Unfortunately, this image has 
helped to create an underclass who are represented as 
defi cits and who are entirely responsible for their own 
problems.  Although Education Queensland has a specifi c 
policy for students with learning diffi culties and learning 
disabilities (1996) and a formalised appraisement process 
in the primary school, there is no specifi c provision made 
in secondary schools.  Catholic Education too has a policy 
on inclusive practices. It allows for the modifi cation of 
curriculum, school procedures and alternate pathways and 
the use of learning support for students with special needs 
(Queensland Catholic Education Commission, 2003). 
Legal and educational accountability is acknowledged, as 
is the need for social justice.  However, the Queensland 
School Reform Longitudinal Study (Lingard et al., 2000) 
casts doubt on the implementation of social justice policies 
in schools.   
Ainscow (1993) has argued that policies which 
concentrate on the origins of the problems rather than 
facilitation of the learning by all children divert attention 
from the real issue of how diversity can and should be 
accommodated. This also encourages the “discourse of 
professionalism” where teachers, unions and institutions 
argue that teachers have not been trained to teach to those 
with special needs and this removes their responsibility 
to do so (Fulcher, 1989 p.56).  The overall effect of 
these policies is to create a learning environment which 
is unsupportive of students with learning diffi culties. 
In Queensland, this situation has been exasperated by 
policy changes that have created additional problems 
for all secondary students especially those with learning 
diffi culties.  A report on the Radford reforms of 1972 which 
abolished external exams in favour of internal continuous 
assessment, found that this policy encouraged a school 
culture which made no accommodations for individual 
differences and where teaching and the curriculum had 
become assessment driven.  Teacher/student relationships 
were eroded and the policy promoted created increased 
levels of anxiety and frustration and hostility between 
students (Meadmore, 1992).
An OECD (2001) report established that schools and 
systems are also extremely resistant to radical changes 
because of the vested interests of the stakeholders and while 
schools are given minimal resources, they are continually 
expected to take on more  tasks and responsibilities.  This 
is refl ected in the continuing traditional organization of 
the secondary school.
Supporting students with school organiza-
tion and community
It has been well documented that the traditional, hierarchical 
secondary school promotes compartmentalisation, 
alienation and differentiation rather than participation, 
active and interactive learning (Frigo, 2003; Knight, 
1985).  Some Australian schools have experimented with 
alternative school structures, to overcome infl exibility 
associated with the traditional approach (Bryce & Withers, 
2003).  Here policies and structures were established across 
the whole school to implemented explicit teaching of 
metacognitive strategies and to develop positive concepts 
about learning to realize equitable and inclusive learning. 
Lingard (2000), in his study, concluded that backward 
mapping “from good classroom practice” to establish the 
structures to achieve social justice and equitable outcomes 
for students needed to be implemented  (p.100).  Other 
solutions offered have been the establishment of middle 
schools to concentrate on a holistic, individualistic 
approach to secondary schooling (Australian Curriculum 
Studies Association, 1996; Braggart, 1997). Further 
innovative individual school practices (Department of 
Training and Youth Affairs, 2001a) have included the 
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establishing of learning communities, social justice 
initiatives and structural reorganisation to achieve their 
aims. 
A number of researchers have shown that an emphasis 
on collaborative practice has resulted in positive outcomes 
for students with learning diffi culties. Implementation 
of block timetabling, collaborative planning and giving 
special education teachers an equitable teaching role in 
the general classroom enhanced the overall academic 
achievements of all students, especially those with learning 
diffi culties (Avramidis et al., 2002; Wallace, Anderson, & 
Bartholomay, 2003; Wallace et al., 2002). 
However this use of collaborative planning and 
organization appears to be rare in the secondary school 
setting where a “culture of individualism” applying to 
teachers, students and parents, and a lack of collective 
responsibility is the norm (Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996 
p.31).  School organization which is fragmentary, makes 
understanding and connections between students and 
teachers diffi cult to establish and to sustain (Hargreaves, 
2000). 
Connections and community are encouraged by 
a good school atmosphere and appropriate school 
organization to support a positive learning environment. 
How a school is organized and the individual response of 
teachers to students affects the atmosphere of the school. 
Research conducted in 12 inner London high schools 
focused specifi cally on school climate (Rutter, Maughan, 
Mortimore, Ouston, & Smith, 1979). This research 
indicated that that the atmosphere of a school can be 
improved by a pleasant working environment, group 
planning, staff consensus, and an increased alignment 
between staff and student values by shared activities, 
student positions of responsibility, ensuring student 
academic success and by warm and caring relationships 
with staff.    A recent study conducted in New South Wales 
(Ayres, Dinham, & Sawyer, 2000) observed classrooms 
which had values of co-operation, sharing and respect as 
important aspects of their operation.  These schools all 
possessed a sense of community.  McWhirter, McWhirter, 
McWhirter and McWhirter (1998) conclude that school 
climate is created by a positive working environment where 
collaborative practices are encouraged, where community 
and parental support is forthcoming, where autonomy is 
encouraged and where there is strong, positive leadership 
in place.  A sense of community and strong interpersonal 
relationships are necessary for the emotional wellbeing of 
all students at school, especially students with learning 
diffi culties.
Conclusion
In acknowledging the school failure and underachievement 
of students with learning diffi culties as well as the negative 
outcomes that often accompany this result, it becomes 
imperative to redress this inequitable situation for this 
large group of secondary students.  Researchers have 
shown that there is ample information available about the 
characteristics of these students and the support structures 
required to enhance their academic outcomes and their 
emotional well being at school.  Despite a compelling 
societal need to change the situation, the status quo has 
generally been maintained.
There seem to be a number of ways to change the 
outcomes for these students.  There is an urgent need for a 
national defi nition of learning diffi culties to be established. 
This is a political imperative: it would allow the group to 
be recognized as having special needs, allow real levels 
of prevalence to be established, and help give improved 
access to funding and appropriate programmes.
Special education knowledge and skills should also 
be mandatory for all secondary teachers including 
pre-service and practicing teachers.  Appropriate and 
extensive professional development, that is relevant to 
teachers needs, should be available and delivered by 
service providers with proven track records.  Courses 
should include appropriate teaching practices, including 
mentoring, accommodations, assessment and curriculum 
modifi cation.
Secondary school structures and policies also need to 
be revised. It is not suffi cient to have inclusive policies 
if these are undermined by other stakeholder policies, 
or at the school level, by lack of teaching expertise and 
understanding or by the school organization itself. 
School structure should complement and support good 
classroom practice that works effectively for the benefi t of 
all students.
Finally, schools should be involved in active 
community building in which the values of respect, caring, 
collaboration and cooperation are central elements.  This 
combined with good pedagogy and a strong, committed, 
positive leadership should allow students with learning 
diffi culties to not only achieve their academic potential 
but to thrive at school.
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